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Shifting Expectations: Frames of Reference in the EFL Classroom 




When confronted with student behavior that is thought to be unproductive, EFL teachers 
typically react according to their culturally formed frames of reference. Such reactions are often 
ineffective pedagogic strategies that may undermine positive student outcomes. Consequently, 
strategies that manage inveterate reactions and transform them into appropriate and effective 
responses are of value. To this end, this article explores concepts and theories that underpin 
teacher strategies and facilitate the development of novel effective strategies. The key related 
areas that will be covered include scripts (Schank & Adelson, 1977), speech events (Hymes, 
1962), activity types (Levinson , 1979), frames (Minsky, 1975, 1977; Bateson, 1978; Goffman, 
1986), and schemata (Bartlett, 1995; Rumelhart, 1980).   
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Introduction 
 
The teacher is giving instructions, but a student is talking to a classmate, often talking 
when expected to listen. Students remain silent when asked a question, taciturn when expected to 
speak. From a teacher’s perspective, working in the Japanese context, these common, 
unwelcome, and frustrating student behaviors require a response, a solution. Researchers have 
explored these issues among others. For example, Norris (2004), Major (2005), and Liu and 
Fisher (2010) examine the cultural influences that underpin the education models in the West and 
Asia: Socratic and Confucian. Their research describes why Japanese students behave differently 
in a classroom than their Western counterparts. Nanake (2007), King (2013) and Bao (2014) look 
at the Japanse concept of silence and how it manifests in the Japanese classroom. Gudykunst and 
Nishida, T. (1994), Nishida, H. (1999), and Watanabe (2005) explore issues within the context of 
intercultural communication. These behaviors and others are not merely present due to the limits 
of language imposed by grammar and vocabulary but because of larger linguistic constructs and 
inherent psychological and socio-cultural dynamics.  
Gudykunst and Nishida (1994) point out that teachers need tools to cognitively manage 
reactions in order to translate them into appropriate and effective responses (p. 104). Knowledge 
about Japanese culture and social and pedagogical skills are crucial; insufficient knowledge of 
Japanese culture is not a good strategy (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 104). However, 
knowledge is not enough; as Wiemann and Kelly state, “knowledge without skill is socially 
useless, and skill cannot be obtained without the cognitive ability to diagnose situational 
demands and constraints” (Wiemann & Kelly cited in Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p.105). In 
order to develop useful strategies and enact constructive responses, we need knowledge and 
skills, awareness about expectations, and mindfulness and bracketing.  
We expect certain language and behavior to be present in any given situation and event, 
and our expectations are drawn from our frames of reference. An interlocutor experiences diffuse 
anxiety when he or she has trouble predicting another interlocutor’s behavior (Gudykunst & 
Nishida, p.105). We predict what ought to be in a situation and event because we expect certain 
aspects to be present. Although, expectations are necessary and inherent in our frames of 
reference, Bartlett (1995), Rumelhart (1980), and Brewer and Treyens (1981) have demonstated 
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that expectations can mislead us. For example, a Western teacher1 expects a Japanese student to 
answer a direct question rather than being met with silence, or he or she expects that a student 
remains silent upon hearing instructions. These classroom expectations are formed out of a 
Western teacher’s cultural experiences; a Japanese student has different expectations formed 
from his or her experiences. The Japanese student’s relationship to silence and speaking, for 
example, is different than a Western teacher’s relationship to these cultural concepts. Awareness 
about the nature of expectations in a situation or event is essential.  
In order to cultivate the ability to diagnose situational demands and constraints, teachers 
need to practice mindfulness and bracketing. Japanese students operate under different 
communication rules, and a Western teacher who does not understand these rules often reacts 
negatively to students (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 105; Nakane 2007, p. 202). An 
acceptance of different perspectives is necessary for effective communication, and mindfulness 
supports this value. Gundykunst and Nishida (1994) define mindfulness as “being cognitively 
aware of your own communication” (p. 105). This is necessary for a teacher to overcome the 
tendency to interpret a student’s behavior solely based on his or her own frame of reference 
(Gundykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 115).  
To be mindful, one must put aside assumptions and expectations about what are 
appropriate and presumed student communicative rules and behaviors. This practice is what 
Merleau-Ponty (1964) refers to as bracketing. It is a cognitive or mental space that facilitates a 
direct experience of what is occurring in the present moment rather than imposing 
preconceptions onto what is happening based upon past experiences (For a discussion on mental 
spaces see Fauconnier, 1994; Fauconnier & Turner, 2002). Knowledge and skills, awareness 
about expectations, and mindfulness and bracketing are necessary in order to develop useful 
strategies and enact constructive responses.  
The premise in this article is that a conscientious teacher, through the specifics of his or 
her personality and experience in the context of the classroom, develops the ability to determine 
the most effective means to communicate to students and manage the classroom in which he or 
she is teaching (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 122). Therefore, this article does not focus on 
particular strategies for specific issues such as silence or disruptive speaking, although 
                                                 
1 The descriptor “Western teacher” in this context signifies a teacher that is a native English speaker and whose 
educational experience is informed by the Socratic model (Norris, 2004; Major, 2005; Liu and Fisher, 2010). 
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illustrative examples will be offered. Rather, through exploring frames of reference, or more 
accurately idealized cognitive models (see below), a teacher can increase his or her awareness of 
how the classroom situation or event is being conceptualized and experienced by the teacher and 
students. Consequently, a teacher can support and develop the cognitive space to step back, 
respond, and to shift his or her expectations and perceptions rather than react to behaviors that 
undermine (perceived or actual) the classroom. In addition, the teacher will be equipped with the 
understanding of concepts that both confirm utilized strategies and facilitate the development of 
novel effective strategies. Furthermore, a familiarity with these concepts or theories may 
contribute to an EFL teacher’s research.  A list of prescriptive strategies, however useful, is not 
offered here but rather concepts to build on cognitive awareness and a means to pinpoint 
potential areas of adaption.  
 
Frames of Reference or Idealized Cognitive Models (ICMs) 
 
Scholars have explored the classroom context as a speech event (Sinclair, 1990; Sinclair 
& Coulhard, 1975), and many language teachers are familiar with Dell Hymes’ (1962) concept. 
A speech event and related concepts may be understood as mental representations of language 
and the context in which they are embedded. They are what Lakoff (1987) calls idealized 
cognitive models (ICMs). According to Lakoff, an ICM is a complex structured whole (Lakoff, 
1987, p. 68). They are fundamental cognitive constructs that organize information in the mind 
and are created and developed through experience (Nanake, 2007, p. 38). ICMs include related 
concepts to the speech event such as frames and schemata (Lakoff, 1987, p. 68; Lemmens, 2006, 
p. 255; Cienki, 2007, p. 183; Gavins, 2007, p. 4). Just as different maps, physical maps, 
topographic maps, climate maps, and so forth, can represent different aspects of the same area, 
ICMs represent different aspects of the same event or situation. The complexity of an event or 
situation is reflected within each ICM and each ICM describes an aspect of the complexity 
inherent in situations or events. 
The root and development of the idealized cognitive model has a long history, and 
several disciplines such as linguistics, psychology, and intercultural communication, have 
developed and utilized several different but related ICMs (Gavins, 2007, p. 3). The methodology 
a researcher uses (for example, sociolinguistic or pragmatic) and the progress made in particular 
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fields such as psychology and linguistics has generated a variety of these related concepts as well 
as increasing the precision of these concepts (Fillmore & Baker, 2012, p. 314; Thomas, 2013). 
ICMs attempt to describe complex human mental states and social events. They are defined 
according to what is examined and developed towards greater precision. On both accounts, each 
concept is on a cline of stativity and interactivity. Moreover, as Rumelhart (1980) expresses, 
through exploring one or more of these related concepts, one gains insight about all of them (p. 
33).  
Since situations and events are complex, Lakoff (1987) draws on a variety of ICMs 
including most of the ones presented in this article. Nakane (2007) utilizes ICMs in her 
examination of silence. While scholars such as Watanabe (2005), use ICMs interchangeably. 
Following these approaches, this article explores several ICMs such as scripts, speech events, 
activity types, frames, and schemata that are used in fields such as linguistics, psychology and 
intercultural communication, and with the understanding that two or more ICMs may be used in 




Schank and Abelson (1977) propose that we know how to act appropriately in a given 
situation because we have access to two different kinds of knowledge: general and specific. 
General knowledge allows us to interpret the world based upon being a living organism. For 
example, we all understand another person’s need for food and water, and we do not have any 
trouble interpreting actions towards satiating those needs. Specific knowledge allows us to 
interpret the world based upon experiencing social-cultural events and situations. For example, a 
restaurant and a classroom are events that we have been through many times and we use specific 
knowledge to interpret and participate in those events. Specific detailed knowledge about events 
or situations are utilized to create and interpret stylized everyday situations (Schank & Abelson, 
1977, pp. 37-41). This knowledge helps us to understand utterances such as “table for one,” 
actions such as raising a hand in a classroom to signal a request, or bowing to mark the start of a 
class. This structure—a script—is an interconnected whole. Although scripts are resistant to 
change, they do assimilate novel information and alter over time (Schank & Abelson, p. 41). 
Consequently, a Japanese student and a teacher will have different classrooms scripts that 
48 CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27   49
structure and interpret the same situation, and awareness of a script and effort are required to 




Dell Hymes (1962) developed the concept of the speech event to describe contexts such 
as a classroom. A speech event is a framework that is comprised of several components: a 
Sender (Addresser); a Receiver (Addressee), that is Participants; a Message Form (Content); a 
Channel (written or spoken); a Code (genre, dialect, slang, etc.); a Topic (what is being talked 
about; and Setting (Scene, Situation) (Hymes, 1962, pp. 24-27). A speech event focuses on the 
language that is inherent in an event. Moreover, the scene or situation such as classroom involves 
all the other components. Consequently, Hymes’ framework focuses on smaller components 
such as colloquial expressions or openings and closings within a situation such as a classroom. In 
addition, Hymes’ framework shares this element with other ICMs: embedded structures; that is, a 
speech event may occur within a larger speech event (see the Schemata section below).  
A speech event examines constraints on how individuals speak (Thomas, 1995, p. 189). 
In a classroom, for example, a teacher will have a fixed amount of semi-formulaic openings and 
closings, and a student is constrained by how he or she may address the teacher. The rules or 
constraints operative within a speech event are learned: Japanese students learn different rules or 
constraints than their Western EFL teacher. Within the Japanese primary and secondary 
classroom context, a clear opening and a clear closing are unambiguously signaled using 
formulaic expressions. This is referred to as aisatsu. At the teacher’s utterance of the Japanese 
term, kiritsu (stand or order), students all stand in attention. Next, the teacher utters, rei (bow), 
and they bow. They all sit in unison once the teacher utters chakuseki (take your seat). This 
defines a clear boundary, unequivocally communicating to students through language and ritual 
that the class has started (Cacali & Germinario, 2018, p. 180). Western teachers must orient 
students to a novel speech event in which openings and closings are not ritualized and the signals 
are not as clearly defined. Problematic behavior, from a teacher’s perspective, occurs when the 
knowlege that is required to particpate in a speech event is not shared (Nakane 2007, p. 202).  
The limitation of the speech event is that it does not explain why one person performs 
differently from another person in the same linguistic situation. In addition, it is neither 
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concerned with how speakers reject these constraints such as when a teacher ignores greeting a 
class, nor when a student flaunts understood conversational maxims and speaks while the teacher 
is giving instructions (Grice, 1989). Although it is not the focus of sociolinguists, it is precisely 
of interest to pragmatists (Thomas, 1995, p.189). Therefore, a particular ICM interests the 
sociolinguist (speech event) while the pragmatist will utilize another ICM. Particular ICMs 
describe different aspects of an event or situation. As stated above, in order to unveil a variety of 




Activity types are organized settings. This phase “organized setting” overlaps with 
related concepts that involve any culturally recognized organized setting such as a classroom 
(Levinson, 1979, p. 368). The distinction between other similar ICMs and activity type that 
Levinson makes is that it is a fuzzy category that examines constraints on participants and 
settings, and how participants respond to constraints (Levinson, 1979, p. 368). Since the 
pragmatist is interested in how participants within a context work around constraints, for 
example, speaking out in class, Levinson offers activity types as an alternative. Activity types 
include the same events or situations of a speech event but also include events and situations in 
which language is less active. In addition, activity types place emphasis on the goal of each event 
in question, such as the goal of the language classroom. The goal of a language classroom may 
be for students to assimilate as much of the language as possible. Both Japanese students and the 
teacher’s activity types force differing interpretations about what is occurring or what is 
appropriate. Silence, for example, can be viewed as means to free a participant from the 
obligation to speak, resistance from a Western teacher’s perspective, or as a necessary constraint 
directed by culture. 
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Frames 
 
Several different scholars employed the concept of frame including Gregory Bateson, 
Erving Goffman (1986), and Marvin Minsky (1975, 1977). Bateson was a psychologist, Goffman 
was a sociologist, and Minsky was a cognitive scientist. They based the concept of frame on the 
Gestalt psychology concept of gestalt. The philosopher Christian von Ehrenfels, used the term 
gestalt, a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts, to describe complex perception. Gestalt 
psychologists such as Kurt Lewin, Max Wertheimer, Kurt Koffka and Wolfgang Köhler utilized 
this concept in their research on perception. A gestalt, according to Gestalt psychology, emerges 
out of the relationship of a background or ground and a figure: what is prominent or salient and 
has structure and coherence. For example, a form within a painting is prominent against a 
background: this is the figure and ground.  
For Bateson, a frame surrounds both the form and the background and sets it apart as a 
unit from the rest of the environment (Bateson, 1978, p. 160). A person unconsciously creates 
boundaries around a group of salient messages or meaningful actions that form a system of 
internal relationships or coherent domains of experience (Bateson, p.159). Since these messages 
or actions are interconnected, they form a coherent structure (the gestalt figure and ground plus 
the frame); therefore, whatever is perceived within the frame is relevant. Consequently, what is 
outside the frame is irrelevant (Bateson, p.160). Since the frame both contains a coherent 
structure while being a boundary, it differs in this way from Gestalt psychology’s gestalt 
(Bateson, p.162). Frames “use the same sort of thinking in interpreting” in what lies within the 
frame (Bateson, p.160). Frames are interactive, and they are social.  
Borrowing from Bateson’s notion of frame, Goffman defines a frame as “principles of 
organization which govern social events” and our social subjective involvement in those events 
(Goffman, 1986, p.10). Certain principles of organization govern a classroom and the students’ 
and teacher’s subjective involvement in that classroom. Japanese students’ classroom frames and 
Western teachers’ classroom frames are not entirely the same.  
Although Minsky based his concept of frame on the psychologist Fredrick Bartlett’s 
concept of schema (See the Schema section below), the concept is also similar to Bateson’s 
frame. It is a coherent structure of information that represents stereotyped situations like a 
university lecture or a university EFL classroom. With each particular frame comes a variety of 
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information. This information includes how to use the frame, what one can expect to happen 
next, and what to do if expectations are not confirmed (Minsky, 1975, pp. 211-280; Minsky, 
1977, pp. 355-376).  
In summary, a frame is an interactive coherent domain of experience that directs us to 
what we perceive as relevant, and it governs social events and our subjective involvement in 
those events. It tells us what to expect to happen in those events and what to do when are 




The concept of schema can be traced back to antiquity in the writings of Plato and was 
further developed by Kant (Rumelhart, 1980, p. 33; Marchall, 1995, pp. 3-36; Oakley, 2007, pp. 
215-216). Bartlett (1995, originally published in 1932) contributed to the concept through his 
research. He was interested in how and what a person remembers in relationship to stories. 
Bartlett proposed that memory is organized around schemata containing simplified versions of 
familiar stories or situations. Our memories are shaped by expectations based upon our 
schemata. Through our schemata we reconstruct an event’s details based on what we experienced 
as true. 
Bartlett (1995) noticed that readers had the tendency to impose information that was not 
present in text they read, hence including information from a schema. When a person attempts to 
comprehend a novel story, schemata of what was previously learned and assimilated are 
activated. Strange elements of a new story that do not fit the schemata are changed and adapted 
so that the story conforms more closely to an existing schema (Bartlett, 1995, pp. 63-94; 
Marchall, 1995, p. 10).  
According to Bartlett (1995), the concept of a schema refers to the process that allows us 
to mentally navigate present settings by actively organizing past experiences and reactions. It is 
like a continually constructed template that is superimposed on a present setting. Bartlett defines 
schema as an “active organized pattern” and an “organized setting” (Bartlett, 1995, p. 201; 
Marchall, 1995, p. 221). The phase “organized setting” overlaps with related concepts such as 
speech event, a social contextual situation (Hymes, 1972); and activity type, any culturally 
recognized activity (Levinson, 1979). Connecting the concept to a speech event and activity type, 
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a schema refers to a social contextual situation or culturally recognized activity type such as the 
classroom. 
Marshall (1995, pp. 16-20) informs us that Minsky’s work on the concept of the frame 
and Schank and Adelson’s (1977) work on scripts contributed to the development of schema 
theory. However it is Rumelhart’s (1978, 1980) work that had the greatest impact on the 
understanding of schemata (Marshall, 1995, p. 20). Rumelhart proposes that a schema is a 
“packet” of knowledge, and schema theory is a theory about knowledge, and how that 
knowledge is represented and used (Rumelhart, 1980, p. 35). In other words, a schema is a 
cognitive framework for organizing knowledge.   
Since schemata act as templates of a familiar present situation, they are simplified 
versions of ongoing experiences, so that we do not have to approach each similar experience as if 
for the first time: they reduce cognitive load. For example, we have a schema about the physical 
classroom setting. When we enter a classroom we have expectations about what is in a 
classroom: desks, a white board or chalkboard, a clock, and so forth. We also have a schema 
about the social event of the classroom. The utility of schemata is that they offer predictions 
about what will happen, expectations about what will happen, and how to act in a given situation.  
However, since we have expectations about what ought to belong in situations due to our 
schemata, we may include those aspects even if they are not present in a particular situation, and 
similarly we omit aspects we do not expect to be present. Research demonstrates that schemata 
can distort perceptions of a situation such as the EFL classroom through inclusions or omissions 
(Anderson & Pichert, 1978; Bartlett, 1995; Gilboa & Marlatte, 2017; Brewer & Treyens, 1981; 
Tuckey & Brewer, 2003a, 2003b).   
Brewer and Treyens (1981) were interested in determining whether schemata influenced 
memory outside of texts and in common settings. Their results demonstrated both inclusion and 
omissions in memory. They had 86 undergraduate student participants individually sit in what 
the students thought was a graduate student’s office. The participants thought they were waiting 
to participate in a research task. What the participants did not know, however, was that room was 
filled with items designed to test the influence of schemata on memory. After a brief time, 
participants were asked to recall as many items as possible that were in the graduate office. Some 
of the items included a picnic basket and a wine bottle, but did not include what people would 
expect to be in an office such as books, pencils, and coffee cups. The participants tended to omit 
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the picnic basket and the wine bottle that were in the room since they do not fit into the schema 
of a graduate student office. However, the participants included what is expected to be in an 
office: books, pencils, and coffee cups. Strikingly, these items were not in the room. What this 
demonstrates is that we impose a mental schema onto a familiar situation or event and that the 
mental constructs involved in schemata do not consistently correspond to items in a physical 
space. Since our schemata are idealized cognitive models, that is, simplified models of reality, 
they can distort what is occurring in the present moment and cause us to make false predictions. 
These findings were confirmed in research on eyewitness testimonies (Tuckey & Brewer, 2003a, 
2003b). 
In summary, a schema like all ICMs is an idealized cognitive model; it is a simplification 
of reality. Furthermore, a schema is a packet of knowledge that we use to navigate the present 
moment. Its utility is in its generic quality. Its limitation is that we expect elements to be present; 
thus, it may distort the present moment. We must be cautious that we are not imposing a false 
narrative on what is occurring with our students and that they must automatically conform to our 
preconceptions.  
 
Assimilation: Accretion, Tuning, and Restructuring 
Idealized cognitive models resist change (see the Script section); however, they can be 
altered and novel information can be incorporated into the new ICM, consequently eventually 
reconstructing the ICM. According to Rumelhart and Norman (1978), there are three modes of 
schema assimilation that are interrelated. The three modes are the following: accretion, tuning, and 
restructuring. Accretion occurs after facts about a particular schema are learned, and retrieved when 
required. Once this occurs, new experiences necessitate one to adjust his or her schemata. This is 
referred to as tuning. For example, new rules and aspects of a novel classroom experience are 
incorporated into the pre-existing classroom schema. One can accommodate some of the novel or 
unfamiliar aspects of the new classroom experience into the established classroom schema. This 
means that schemata can potentially change with exposure to new experiences. Finally, restructuring 
occurs with increased awareness about a schema, through reflection and analysis. This is the creation 
of an entirely novel schema (Rumelhart & Norman, 1978, pp. 38-39). The example strategies below 
(See Example Strategies for the Classroom) are means to accommodate accretion, promote tuning, 
and set the stage for restructuring. The strategies also focus on particular aspects (or schemata) that 
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are within or compose the larger classroom schema. For example, the roles of teacher and student are 
schemata that exist within the larger classroom schema.  
 
Japanese Cultural Concepts and Characteristics of Japanese Communication 
 
Hymes (1962) states, “Culture is transmitted largely through the medium of language, 
and behavior is in large measure both learned and expressed through language” (p. 13). 
Behaviors and perceptions formed and influenced by culture and the language that expresses 
underlying cultural concepts are operative within ICMs. Distinct Japanese cultural concepts 
direct Japanese students’ perception and behavior. They are inherently part of a Japanese 
student’s ICM, and most likely absent in a Western teacher’s ICM. Therefore, an understanding 
of ICMs is invaluable when addressing cultural differences, and specifically how those 
differences affect EFL classroom behavior and perception. Conversely, an understanding of 
those culturally rooted behaviors and perceptions are essential.  
Part of understanding a different culture and building transitional cognitive spaces 
between different cultural perceptions and different cultural concepts requires comparison 
between cultures. In other words, in order to understand how Japanese students relate to silence, 
for example, a comparison must be made with how Western teachers relate to silence. Since 
these cultural concepts are operative within ICMs, teachers will benefit from an awareness of 
different ICMs. With understanding, EFL teachers can build a bridge between two cultures by 
facilitating student orientation in a classroom experience through the implementation of 
transitional strategies based upon differing idealized cognitive models. This is the project of 
intercultural communication and is necessary to orient both Western teachers and Japanese 
students in EFL classrooms.  
Other variables are operative. We must also acknowledge that both cultural factors as 
well as individual traits determine a student’s communication rules, communication style, and 
behavior. Consequently, we must avoid the fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977). That is, 
attributing student behavior solely on the student’s individual personality traits, or conversely 
attributing student behavior solely on the student’s cultural influences. We have a tendency to 
attribute problematic behavior on a student’s personality traits if we have issues with that 
student, and we ignore external factors such as culture. Conversely, we attribute external factors 
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on students that behave in a manner we prefer. A student may be behaving in a manner that a 
Western teacher experiences as problematic, but the student may be simply functioning from his 
or her activated classroom schema. A student may lack motivation; individual personality traits 
may be functioning, or a combination of these and other variables. A more accurate picture is 
one that incorporates both internal characteristics, such as personality traits, and “external” 
factors, such as culture. An understanding of idealized cognitive models contributes to that end.  
 One of the Japanese cultural concepts that may be problematic in a language classroom 
is silence. As King points out, silence is not inherently negative but it can undermine effective 
language learning if students do not participate and refrain from speaking the target language 
(King, 2013, p. 2). However, according to Nakane (2007), a great deal of research on Japanese 
and silence is not empirically supported and created stereotypes about the “silent” Japanese (p. 
23). It is not that Japanese are silent, as EFL teachers experience when student talk is disruptive, 
not only speaking to each other in Japanese, but also speaking loudly in English, calling out 
answers in English, all at inappropriate times. A student’s personality influences the degree to 
which he or she is willing or hesitant to speak, and context determines whether students are 
silent, such as the social setting or the topic. The cultural concept of silence is in fact complex 
and we must, therefore, avoid simplifications (Nakane, 2007, p. 30).  
Nakane offers a multi-layered model for interpreting silence (Nakane, 2007, p. 31). Her 
model involves three main aspects: the socio-psychological domain, the linguistic domain, and 
the cognitive domain. Each domain contains multiple elements, some which overlap. In the 
socio-psychological domain, there is the “degree of threat to face” and “personality” among 
others (Nakane, 2007, p. 31). Overlapping the cognitive and linguist domains there are 
knowledge schemata. For Nakane, knowledge schemata involve background knowledge in a 
variety of experiences and also involve linguistic components such as vocabulary. Between these 
domains we also find the area of shared knowelge. As stated in the Speech Event section above, 
Nakane proposes that silence often occurs when the knowlege that is required to particpate in a 
speech event is not shared (Nakane, 2007, p. 202).  
EFL teachers, therefore, must create an enviroment in which Japanese students may 
transition from a ICM where silence is less productive for language learning to one that supports 
language learning. Since Japanese cultural concepts like silence differ from Western cultural 
concepts, awareness contributes to the development of tools to cognitively manage reactions in 
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order to translate them into appropriate and effective responses through the knowledge of 
Japanese culture.  
 
Example ICM Strategies in the Classroom 
Role Schema 
An example strategy that utilizes a role schema that would be familiar to students is the use 
of titles (Nishida, 1999, pp. 756-757; Cacali & Germinario, 2018, pp. 179-180). It is unusual that 
Japanese students learn a teacher’s given name and even upon learning it, they would never use it 
without the title “sensei.” Rather, students usually use the title with the teacher’s family name, or in 
specific circumstances, with the teacher’s given name. Students are socialized to use correct titles, 
and in fact the incorrect use of a title may lead to criticism (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 50; 
Goffman, 1967, pp. 5-47, 49). Since titles are socially significant and encoded in the language, they 
are often fixed in time. That is, even years after graduation a student will still refer to his or her 
teacher as sensei. (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 50). Since the Japanese language, according to 
Okeda, is a status-oriented language it is natural for students to use sensei for their non-Japanese 
teachers (Okeda cited in Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 50). Moreover, students will regularly use 
the Japanese sensei or even the English “teacher” until they are asked to disregard the title. Besides 
EFL teachers preferring students using English vocabulary and discouraging the word sensei, 
English is a “person-oriented” language so a teacher may encourage students to use his or her given 
name believing that this promotes a good rapport (Okeda cited in Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 
50). This may or not be the result. However, for a teacher that has class management issues, a better 
approach might be to use a title such as Mr. or Ms., allow students to use “teacher,” or accept the 
Japanese title, rather than the teacher’s given name. This may establish and clarify boundaries 
through the affirmation of a more familiar role schema. Students will orient towards an appropriate 
role for themselves and for the teacher.  
 
Procedural Schema 
Openings and closings can be necessary signals that frame a specific schema (Hymes, 1962; 
Levison, 1979). Western EFL teachers usually incorporate this procedural schema by using semi-
formulaic opening and closing English phrases that frame the classroom schema (Nishida, 1999, pp. 
756-757; Cacali & Germinario, 2018, pp. 179-180). As stated above in the Speech Event section, the 
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Japanese classroom speech event includes clear opening and a clear closing that are unambiguously 
signaled using formulaic expressions and ritual. Obviously, Western EFL classrooms do not conduct 
this type of formal procedural schema; however, openings and closings are operative in the Western 
EFL classroom and teachers can emphasize them to establish clear boundaries. It is natural for 
Japanese students to chat before class (Scollon, 1999), and students are primed to respond to a clear 
signal to alert them to the beginning of a class. A teacher that takes advantage of this procedural 
schema will reduce student disorientation, as students will connect the emphasized English openings 
and closings to their familiar classroom schema. The clear signal will help transition students into the 




In summary, idealized cognitive models such as scripts, speech events, activity types, frames, 
and schemata are concepts that represent fundamental cognitive constructs that are complex 
structured wholes; their purpose is organize information in the mind, to interpret experience, and are 
created and developed through experience. Since experience is complex, researches developed 
multiple ICMs which are related and mutually influenced. ICMs may be used in concert and 
interchangeably.  
Scripts are specific detailed knowledge about events or situations and involve inherent 
language structures. Students must be taught classroom language, and that language must be 
continually reinforced since scripts (schemata) resist change. Speech events focus on the language 
spoken within an event or situation, and the structures that circumscribe those events, such as 
openings and closings. Japanese students build their classroom scripts and speech events throughout 
most of their school experience. Unlike Western EFL classrooms, Japanese high school classrooms 
have clear and ritualized openings and closings. Teachers can emphasize openings and closings to 
reinforce the present speech event and a productive a corresponding script in order to elicit 
productive communication and behavior. Problems occur when participants do not share the 
knowledge of a speech event; therefore, teachers must increase student awareness in order to 
minimize classroom issues. A speech event may focus on the language of openings and closings 
whereas activity types may also examine the no-verbal aspects such as gestures. Activity types 
examine how participants operate within an event and situation with both high and low language 
58 CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27   59
frequency. Participants in a situation or event do not always share the same constraints, and activity 
types also explore how participants disregard constraints, such as speaking out in class, as well as 
culturally influenced and differing concepts such as silence.   
Frames are unified interactive and social structures that incorporate similar thoughts and 
interpretations of experience. Frames tell us what to expect to happen and what to do when those 
expectations are not met. They involve principles of organization which govern situations or 
events like a classroom, more precisely, they govern a teacher’s and students’ subjective 
involvement in that classroom. A Western teacher and Japanese students operate out of similar 
but different frames. Through understanding frames, we can gain insight into the different 
communication rules in which both a Western teacher and Japanese students operate under.  
Schema theory is a theory about knowledge and how knowledge is represented and used. 
Schemata, like all ICMs, are simplified versions of ongoing experience. A schema is a template we 
impose on a familiar present event or situation so that we do not need to reestablish what we have 
already experienced. Like frames, schemata emphasize predictions and expectations. When it is 
difficult to predict what will linguistically and socially occur we may become disoriented and 
anxious; we do not know how to respond, how to communicate. However, our schemata are useful 
precisely because they are simplified models of reality, and models, both simple and complex, do not 
include everything. Consequently, errors of omission and addition may be committed. Students and 
teachers in an EFL classroom impose their schema with inherent expectations and behave 
accordingly. For the Japanese student–according to his or her schema–silence is often an appropriate 
response for a particular classroom context. A teacher who is functioning out of a different schema 
within the same context might expect a verbal response from a student.  
Idealized cognitive models incorporate larger linguistic constructs and inherent 
psychological and socio-cultural dynamics; therefore, they have explanatory power and cultivate 
awareness, mindfulness and bracketing. They are means for developing tools to cognitively 
manage reactions in order to translate them into appropriate and effective responses. ICMs equip 
teachers with concepts that confirm strategies presently used in a classroom, and offer sound 
theoretical underpinnings to facilitate the development of novel effective strategies. With ICMs 
teachers have the opportunity to orient and transition students into the university EFL class, and 
to shift both student and teacher expectations and preconceived notions in order to facilitate the 
construction of a more accurate idealized cognitive model of the classroom.  
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